
SUMMARY: Trade-offs in Amherst school reorganization  
 
Trade-off #1: New double-sized school campus + Crocker Farm vs. retain Crocker Farm, Wildwood and Fort River in 
distinct campuses 
 

New double-sized school building 
  

Retain 3 separate school buildings  
at CF, WW and FR campus.1  

Maximum money from the state. 
Likely less over-all cost to state and town taxpayers, and less 

environmental impact of construction2 
Greatest amount of state-of-the-art construction. 

Maximum new technologies, facilities, concentrated at the 
new campus. 

Retain three small schools (320-400 students each) which 
have excellent but somewhat different resources and 

programs.3 Advantages of small schools include: stronger 
sense of community, belonging, agency, trust, and safety, 

for students, teachers and parents.  4  

Ability to concentrate continuing resources, programs to 
gain economies of scale; likely ongoing savings to district 

 
 
Trade-off #2: Grade reconfiguration vs. maintaining K-6 schools 
 

Separate grades: JK-1 on one campus, 2-6 on other 
(or, in 3-school model could have JK-1, 2-3, and 4-6) 

K-6 schools or wings 

Guaranteed equity in accessing programs and facilities 
because all 150-160 students in a single grade go to the 

same school. 

Retain neighborhood schools.5  
Benefits of neighborhood schools include:                                 

a) Transportation: shorter commute times; lower school bus 
transportation costs; greater access to schools for families 
that do not own cars; more walking and biking to school, 

supporting healthy and active child and parent lifestyles; b) 
Neighborhood and community: student and family 

connectedness, community, and accountability, and 
stronger connection within and across Amherst 

neighborhoods, as families and children interact with near 
and farther neighbors (a knowable subset of the town), 

through close, year-after-year ongoing association through 
their school.6 

Avoids class size disparities between children in the same 
grade in different schools, and the resulting need to shuffle 

teachers. 
Only 40-65 students per grade in one school or wing. 

More specialized resources and programming. A focused 
early education center for teachers and students of 

preschool, kindergarten and first grade; and a separate 
larger campus that focuses on grades 2-6. 

K-6 continuity. Having K-6 in one school allows students, 
teachers and parents to build and maintain long-term 
relationships and multi-age mentoring, and minimize 

children’s transitions between schools.7 

Ensures socioeconomic balance without the need to assign 
outlying neighborhoods or parts of housing complexes to a 

more distant school.8 

Deep, ongoing and longterm multi-cultural / multi-
socioeconomic familiarity, understanding, acceptance.9  

Specialized instruction and easy transfer of best practices 
across all 6-9 teachers of the same grade level. 

Deep collaboration and team-building between 2 or 3 
teachers in a grade level, plus easier articulation and 

collaboration across grades in one school. 



 

1 The need for building improvements is real for both Wildwood and Fort River, and leaving one as-is is not a viable long-term option. 
Retaining all three schools means renovating or rebuilding one (likely Wildwood) with state support and rebuilding or reno vating the other 
(likely Fort River) with Town funds and possibly other sources. We assume for the sake of this table of trade-offs that the second school 
would be renovated in order to minimize cost to the Town. Crocker Farm has already been renovated, with great success. 

2 Three-school option would likely mean less total cost to state and town taxpayers, and less environmental impact of construction, 
because one or both schools would probably be renovated rather than torn down and reconstructed from scratch. 

3 With renovation of the 2nd school, all 3 schools would have excellent classrooms and equipment, but there might be some holdover of 
building limitations and some resources might have to be distributed, meaning not all schools/students would have exactly the same. 

4 There is extensive research on the advantages of small schools. See for example: Grauer, Stuart R. “Small Versus Large Schools: The Truth 
About Equity, Cost, and Diversity of Programming in Small and Large Schools.” Community Works Journal—Online Magazine for Educators. 
http://www.communityworksinstitute.org/cwjonline/essays/a_essaystext/grauer_smallsch1.html; Howley, Craig, Marty Strange, and 
Robert Bickel. “Research about School Size and School Performance in Impoverished Communities. ERIC Digest.” ERIC Publication s, 
December 2000. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED448968; Jimerson, Lorna. The Hobbit Effect: Why Small Works in Public Schools. Rural Trust 
Policy Brief Series on Rural Education. Rural School and Community Trust, 2006. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED497985.  

It is worth noting that several researchers define school size by grade size. Grouping large numbers of students into a single institution, 
even when they are grouped into teams or schools within schools, increases the peer group and reduces the depth of relationsh ips, sense 
of community, between students and between teachers and students within the cohort. See for example Howley, Craig B. “Grade-Span 
Configurations.” School Administrator 59, no. 3 (March 2002): 24. 

Also students in large campuses, even when split into smaller teams, share single campus resources like playgrounds and sports fields, 
as well as, perhaps, library, cafeteria, and gym. Parents, teachers and buses share a larger and/or more crowded parking lot. 

5 Because Amherst is a spread-out town, and balancing the socioeconomic backgrounds of students is important, neighborhood school 
districts have needed to be delineated in ways that do not always conform to geographical proximity.  

6 The research on the benefits of neighborhood schools is not as voluminous as that on small schools. However, there is a trend back 
toward neighborhood schools in the US. For some key findings and analysis see Beaumont, Constance E., and Elizabeth G. Pianca. “Historic 
Neighborhood Schools in the Age of Sprawl: Why Johnny Can’t Walk to School.” Washington, DC: National Trust for Historic Preservation, 
2000. http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED450557.pdf. For an insightful pointed commentary, see Ehrenhalt, Alan. “Is Education Reform 
Worth the Demise of Neighborhood Schools?” Governing the States and Localities. http://www.governing.com/columns/assessments/gov-
education-reform-demise-neighborhood-schools.html. 

The analysis of the benefits of neighborhood schools closely parallels the analysis of the benefits of rural schools, which have also been 
widely abandoned into supposedly (but often not actually) more cost-effective consolidated schools. See for example: Jimerson, Lorna. The 
Hobbit Effect: Why Small Works in Public Schools. Rural Trust Policy Brief Series on Rural Education. Rural School and Commun ity Trust, 
2006. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED497985; Lawrence, Barbara Kent, et al. “Dollars & Sense: The Cost Effectiveness of Small Schools.” 
Cincinnati, OH and Washington, DC: Knowledge Works Foundation and The Rural School and Community Trust, 2002. 
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED473168. 

7 Having more grades in one school allows long-term relationships, the development of multiple adult mentors for children, students’ and 
families’ sense of rootedness and attachment to their school and community. In contrast, having fewer grades means more transitions. 
Transitions have been shown to have negative effects numerous academic, social and emotional measures, with negative effects 
particularly pronounced for students from socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. Because of the advantages of multiple-grade 
continuity and the disadvantages of transitions, many-grade schools increase parental involvement, reduce student anxiety, support 
student self-esteem, and better maintain student achievement – all especially for low SES students. Much of the research on grade 
continuity has focused on the benefits of K-8 schools versus middle schools. The longevity of relationships has been shown to support 
almost every measure considered – academic performance, safety, inclusion, levels of participation, healthy adolescent development. See 
for example: Keith Look, “The Great K-8 Debate,” Philadelphia Public School Notebook, 2001, -8, http://roomnine.org/a/about-
us/ThegreatK-8debate.pdf.; Bickel, Robert, Craig Howley, Tony Williams, and Catherine H. Glascock. “High School Size, Achievement Equity, 
and Cost.” Education Policy Analysis Archives 9 (2001): 40. 

8 Amherst has significant socioeconomic diversity but some socioeconomic groups are concentrated in particular sections of town . In order 
to improve socioeconomic balance among three K-6 schools, school districts are delineated with “islands” from a housing complex in South 
Amherst assigned to Wildwood and Fort River, and areas in the northeastern corner of Amherst assigned to Fort River. Some kind of system 
like this is necessary if Amherst retains neighborhood schools. It may be necessary to redistrict periodically. 

9 A smaller grade-level group with multiple-grade continuity provides students with a small community of diverse classmates in which 
students and families get to know a relatively small peer group deeply over time. This builds deep familiarity, and everyday inclusion, 
understanding and acceptance. See for example Grauer, Stuart R. “Small Versus Large Schools: The Truth About Equity, Cost, and 
Diversity of Programming in Small and Large Schools.” Community Works Journal—Online Magazine for Educators. 
http://www.communityworksinstitute.org/cwjonline/essays/a_essaystext/grauer_smallsch1.html. 
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